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WE see to it in Ceylon that the ancient craft and
mystery of pearling does not belie its name.
Few outsiders know exactly where the banks are,
and certainly we put up no beacons to encourage
the inquisitive. A fishery happens when it
happens, and that is all about it. It is generally
understood that it is up to the official inspector
to keep his weather eye open, prowl about the
likeliest waters at the due season, which is to say
November, lift a sample of at least 20,000 oysters,
extract the pearls by the time-honoured process
which I shall describe, and have their value
assessed by that other ancient rite of the secret
hand-clasp, which it should be noted here is the
invariable procedure for pricing any gem in
Ceylon, and nothing will induce a dealer engaged
in any branch of the jewel trade to depart there-
from. No words whatever are exchanged during
the business. Buyer and seller, or it may be the
two joint assessors, hold each other's paw, cover
hands and wrists with a cloth, some kind of
masonic inter-communication ensues of which
the nature is not apparent to the bystander, and
the bargain is made or the price fixed. When a
no